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Abstract 
To gain employment in today’s challenging economic situations, fresh graduates’ hard skills need to be complemented by a good 
blend of employability skills. This paper compares the industry ranking and student ranking on a set of skills for entry-level jobs. 
Data were obtained via survey from employers and graduating students in a Malaysian university. The findings revealed that there 
are a number of skills that the student sample did not consider as critical but which are highly valued by the industry. Female 
students are found to be generally more informed than male students about the skills which the industry wants. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
While it is crucial for fresh graduates to have knowledge in their own disciplines when seeking employment, it is 
becoming increasingly important that their hard skills are complemented by a good blend of personal qualities and 
skills which can in turn enhance their employability (Harvey, 2001). More so in the era of globalization, maintaining 
competitiveness in labor productivity and improving employability of graduates pose great challenges to Malaysia and 
many countries in the world (Quek, 2008). In response to these challenges, there is a growing body of research on 
graduate employability in Malaysia (e.g., Audu et al., 2013; Ken & Cheah, 2012; Nordin, 2009; Shafie & Nayan, 
2010). Employability data provided by these studies are particularly useful in the review and development of university 
programs to build graduate employability by educating Malaysian students on critical competencies.  
A report released by TalentCorp Malaysia in 2014 indicates that Malaysian graduates are generally ill-informed of 
employer expectations, and will consequently lose out to their counterparts who have more awareness of the 
 
 
*Corresponding author. Tel.: +604-653-3437; fax: +604-656-6379. 
E-mail address: mach@usm.my 
 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevi r Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the 2nd GCBSS-2015
193 Magdalene C.H. Ang /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  211 ( 2015 )  192 – 198 
competencies that matter in the workplace. This should ring an alarm bell for the country’s graduate employability 
agenda. The reason being that graduate employability awareness is the cornerstone for honing critical employability 
skills without which employability will be affected. As revealed by a nation-wide study, 24 percent of Malaysian 
graduates remain unemployed within six months of graduation (MOHE, 2009). Lack of employability skills has been 
singled out as the main reason for graduate unemployment (JobStreet.com, 2010; Ken & Cheah, 2012; Nordin, 2009; 
The StarOnline, February 27, 2010). The CEO of Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA), Datuk Dr Syed Ahmad 
Hussein, cautions that in recent years industries are getting “the bodies” but are unable to recruit high quality 
employees (cited in Goon, 2014).  
Against this backdrop, this paper is motivated by two objectives. Firstly, it aims at comparing the ranking of a set 
of skills deemed as important for entry-level jobs by two different samples, i.e., the industry and graduating students 
of a Malaysian public university. Second, it hopes to ascertain any gender gap in the student ranking. Data on this 
topic is particularly useful in the development of university programs to build graduate employability by educating 
students on critical competencies. As argued by Fallows and Steven (2000), a focus on employability skills in the 
curriculum would help to equip students with critical skills by the time they graduate. It follows that students can be 
made more aware of employer expectations well in advance before they enter the world of work.  
The paper is organized in the following manner. The next section will discuss the concept of graduate employability 
in the Malaysian setting. Section 3 is concerned with the research methodology employed in the study. The research 
findings are presented in section 4. The concluding section looks at the implications of the findings and offers some 
suggestions for future research.  
2. Graduate Employability: The Malaysian Context 
The term employability has been variously conceptualized because it is a difficult concept to define succinctly and 
comprehensively (Lees, 2002). Also, employability derives from complex learning, and is a concept of wider range 
than those of key or core skills (Yorke, 2001). Kumar (2009) similarly expounds that “…the components of 
employability are so difficult to define, measure, assess, and transfer—when ‘skills’ mean different things to different 
employers, educators, students, and graduates—in the changing environments of higher education and the world of 
work” (p. 8).  The result is that some definitions of graduate employability overlap, whereas others lack clarity (Quek, 
2008). This paper employs the definition proposed by Yorke (2006) that describes employability as a set of skills and 
knowledge that makes an individual more likely to secure and be successful in their chosen occupations(s) to the 
benefit of themselves, the workforce, the community, and the economy. This means that employability is secured due 
to one’s competencies (e.g., knowledge and skills) to meet new needs in a changing workplace. In other words, 
graduates who possess a good blend of hard skills and soft skills and which are highly valued by employers are likely 
to be employable.  
It should be added that getting employed in this challenging economic times is no easy feat when compared to 
many years ago. Work structure has changed, technologies have advanced by leaps and bounds, interfacing of human 
knowledge with new technologies is becoming commonplace, and employment conditions are getting more flexible 
(Quek, 2005). So have work roles and performance changed so much so that to some people seeking employment can 
be a bewildering experience. In view of the aforementioned, it can be surmised that the global market trends now 
demand graduates to possess the right skills, and the right skills at the right place, and at the right time. Clearly, a 
respectable degree is necessary but not sufficient. 
According to the National Employment Returns Report 2008 and 2009, Malaysia requires a total of 72,000 new 
jobs annually (Bardan, 2009). A recent poll conducted by JobStreet.com (2010) revealed a steady increase in terms of 
job availability in most industries since 2009. More than a million Malaysians were registered with Jobstreet.com to 
seek employment. Among these job seekers are 14,000 new graduates who seek employment on a monthly basis. 
However, a significant number of job seekers do not have the required skills and knowledge, and are as such unable 
to land themselves a job. Recent statistics released by the Prime Minister’s Department show that 161,000 graduates 
aged between 20 and 24 are still unemployed (Bernama, 2015).  
The unemployment trend is seemingly more prevalent among graduates from Malaysian public universities (Ram, 
2006; Shafie & Nayan, 2011). Ram’s (2006) study found that 70% of Malaysian public universities and institutions 
of higher learning graduates were unemployed in contrast with 26% for private institutions of higher learning and 
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34% for foreign graduates. Recent data available on the Higher Education Ministry’s website reveal that the most 
number of these unemployed graduates were found to be those who studied arts and social sciences (19,784), followed 
by those from technical fields (12,321). But in comparison to their peers from the same field, science students have 
the highest unemployment rate—making up 29.5% of jobless graduates. Interestingly, statistics provided by the 
government show that job seekers armed with only a diploma (17,095) are more successful in landing a job than those 
holding a bachelor’s degree (21,248).  
There is a general consensus that the lack of employability skills is the main reason for graduate unemployment 
(JobStreet.com, 2010; The StarOnline, February 27, 2010; Nordin, 2009). The Graduate Employability Blueprint 
2012-2017 released by the Ministry of Higher Education included employer reports which state that graduates lack 
several “key characteristics”—a strong command of English, the right attitude, and the ability to solve problems 
(Goon, 2014). Some authors (e.g., Asma & Lim, 2000; Quek, 2007) cited deficiencies in tertiary training as another 
factor. Others (e.g., Quek, 2005) alluded graduate unemployment to the lack of teamwork/sharing of expertise/non-
responsive to new technologies, innovation and creativity, numerical evaluation, and problem solving skills. In 
addition, a recent graduate employability study conducted by KDU University College in Kuala Lumpur reported that 
60% of employers said they did not hire because of poor communication. Another 40% of the respondents cited poor 
attitude, poor interpersonal relationship skills and lack of emotional intelligence as some of the reasons for not hiring 
fresh graduates (Goon, 2014). 
3. Methodology 
The current study is cross-sectional and quantitative in nature. Data were obtained, via two different sets of survey 
questionnaire, from the industry and from graduating students in one Malaysian public university. Such data are useful 
to gauge the perceptual accuracy of students with regards to what the industry wants from fresh graduates in terms of 
their skills. Specifically, the surveys obtained demographic information and the ranking of 20 skills or competencies 
that are relevant to business graduates in entry-level jobs.  
Descriptive statistics was used to analyze the demographics of the student and industry samples (see Table 1). To 
compare the industry perspective and student perspective in terms of employability skills, this study derived an index 
of student accuracy by computing the absolute mathematical difference between student individual ranking for each 
item and the industry ranking. Then, the sum of all the differences was computed to generate a score. The resultant 
score indicates how far off the student ranking deviates from the industry ranking. In other words, the bigger the score, 
the bigger the discrepancy. To compare whether male students or female students are more accurate in their knowledge 
pertaining to the skills which are crucial for employability, the same procedures described earlier are repeated to 
generate an accuracy index for the two student categories. Section 4 discusses the results in greater detail. 
 
                Table 1. Demographic information 
Item Employer Respondents 
(N=34) 
Student Respondents 
(N=251) 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
 
14 
20 
 
81 
170 
Age 20-55 years 20-28 years 
Job tenure/Academic Year 1-33 years Graduating students 
Industry/Field of study Manufacturing and service  Business studies 
CGPA score - 2.01-3.81 
 
An explanation on how the 20 employability skills were selected for the purpose of this study is in order. Some 
skills were taken from a list of 29 skills expected by Malaysian employers of engineering students (Bakar et al., 2007), 
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and a list of 20 critical skills for graduates in the banking sector (Ken & Cheah, 2012). Whereas others were gleaned 
from a list of 43 skills which are deemed important for Chemistry graduates’ employability (Quek, 2008). The critical 
skills for business graduates were subsequently narrowed down to twenty (see Table 2) following the responses made 
by a focus group involving academics, industry players, and career counselors. 
4. Findings 
As shown in Table 2, the computed score in Column 5 provides some evidence of a mismatch between the industry 
ranking and student ranking. This finding concurs with some past studies (e.g., Ken & Cheah, 2012). The most 
significant gap can be seen in the following six critical skills: commercial awareness/knowledge about the business 
(most significant gap), self-management, computer literacy, information retrieval, planning, and resolving conflict. 
Goon (2014) similarly reported that the lack of self-management skills among graduates is one of the key factors 
contributing to unemployment among fresh graduates. 
The mismatch between the industry ranking and student ranking, however, narrows significantly when we compare 
it with the ranking by gender (see Column 6). Specifically, male students and female students’ scores were 76 and 53, 
respectively. These scores generally suggest that female students are more accurate in terms of their ranking of 
employability skills that matter to the industry. In fact, female students fared relatively better on all skills, except for 
negotiating, planning, computer literacy, and written communication. Another noteworthy observation is that both 
female and male students’ rankings similarly deviated most significantly from the industry ranking in terms of one of 
the skills, i.e., creativity.  
 
Table 2. Employability skills 
 
5. 
Discussion and Conclusion 
The study findings can help to provide a focus on approaches which can promote critical employability skills for 
COLUMN 1 
Skills 
COLUMN 2 
Student 
Ranking 
 
COLUMN 3 
Student Ranking 
By Gender 
COLUMN 4 
Industry 
Ranking 
 
COLUMN 5 
Student 
Accuracy 
 
COLUMN 6 
Student Accuracy 
By Gender 
  Male  Female   Male Female 
1.   Ability to work cross-culturally 2 2 4 7 5 5 3 
2.   Commercial awareness/ 
      Knowledge about the business 
1 12 13 17 16 5 4 
3.   Computer literacy 11 4 5 2 9 2 3 
4.   Creativity 4 18 17 6 2 12 11 
5.   Critical analysis 18 19 18 13 5 6 5 
6.   Decision making 19 11 15 15 4 4 0 
7.   Global awareness 14 13 19 18 4 5 1 
8.   Influencing 17 20 20 19 2 1 1 
9.   Information retrieval 20 17 14 12 8 5 2 
10. Negotiating 15 15 11 20 5 5 8 
11. Numeracy 13 16 10 10 3 6 0 
12. Oral communication 12 9 7 8 4 1 1 
13. Planning 7 10 8 14 7 4 6 
14. Problem solving 8 6 12 11 3 5 1 
15. Reading effectiveness 10 8 2 5 5 3 3 
16. Reasoning/Comprehension 5 7 9 9 4 2 0 
17. Resolving conflict 9 14 16 16 7 2 0 
18. Self-management 16 3 3 4 12 1 1 
19. Teamwork 3 1 1 1 2 0 0 
20. Written communication 6 5 6 3 3 2 3 
SCORE     110 76 53 
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fresh graduates. At the most general level, instead of just churning out scores of graduates, universities must not lose 
sight of their key objective in providing quality education for employment. Quality should take precedence over 
quantity if we do not want to produce graduates who are ill-equipped for the job market. Hence, at the centre of any 
university’s strategic planning should be graduate employability. This entails attaching great importance to graduate 
employability programs as well as assessing the effectiveness of these programs in tandem with the changing 
landscape of careers in various industries.  
As noted earlier, the study found significant mismatch between the industry and student ranking on the set of 20 
skills, particularly with respect to 6 skills, i.e., commercial awareness/knowledge about the business, self-
management, computer literacy, information retrieval, planning, and resolving conflict. With respect to gender gap, 
female students appear to be more accurate in terms of their ranking of employability skills that matter to the industry. 
To elaborate, when compared to their male counterparts, female students fared relatively better on all skills, except 
for negotiating, planning, computer literacy, and written communication. Another noteworthy observation is that both 
female and male students’ rankings similarly deviated most significantly from the industry ranking in terms of one of 
the skills, i.e., creativity.  
The above findings flesh out some noteworthy implications. First, universities need to work together with 
employers to enhance soon-to-be graduates’ understanding about employers’ requirements so that they can position 
themselves competitively when applying for jobs. For example, students need to be aware that even for entry-level 
jobs, self-management, commercial awareness/knowledge about the business, computer literacy, information 
retrieval, planning, resolving conflict, and creativity are “must-have” skills from the industry perspective. Indeed, 
TalentCorp and some organizations are already working hand-in-hand with the universities but these collaborative 
efforts perhaps may need to be intensified as many students are still not aware of such initiatives. Ways include 
conducting talks and workshops in the universities all over the country.  
Another important theme arising from this study is that the many curricula and courses offered in the universities 
should be revamped from time to time to reflect the wider skills and attributes necessary for employment in the modern 
economy. Industry players can be roped in to be part of the academic team so that students can get first-hand 
information and be kept abreast about the industry and the job market. Also, these industry players can contribute 
meaningfully in designing courses for the universities. Another initiative the universities can take on is appointing 
contact persons who will liaise with organizations like TalentCorp so that graduate employability programs can be 
implemented more effectively. Real and equal partnerships between the universities and employers are to be fostered 
in order to narrow the gap between graduates’ skills and the industry’s needs. As mentioned earlier, the graduate 
employability literature discusses a number of frameworks which propose that university curricula must strike a 
balance between theoretical knowledge and industrial knowledge, perhaps through increased facilitation of the 
industry-academia collaboration (Mulhaney et al., 2004). Recently, the government again calls upon the assistance 
and involvement of private companies to actively open up employment opportunities and provide industrial training 
to the target graduates group (Bernama, 2015).  
More importantly, the continuous initiatives carried out by the universities and/or the government to ensure that 
the necessary skills are incorporated in the curricular must be met by the students’ own efforts to acquire and hone 
these skills, failing which the efforts expended will be futile. As the saying goes, “you can lead a horse to water but 
you cannot make it drink.” One possibility is for students to engage in experiential learning by getting involved in 
work (either paid or voluntary) during their semester breaks so that they can meet older people with different 
management styles and personalities. Such exposure to real working environment will be instrumental for positive 
attitude development and enhanced adaptability and/or problem solving skills among students.  
The gender gap found in this study also suggests that employability programs should be developed and applied 
through a gender lens. To reiterate, when compared to their male counterparts, female students fared relatively better 
on all skills, except for negotiating, planning, computer literacy, and written communication.  Hence, training and 
education programs on enhancing employability should not regard students as “genderless.” But they are best treated 
as two distinct groups who may experience differing set of issues due to biological, psychological, economic, social, 
political and cultural attributes associated with being female and male.  
Several limitations of this study need to be discussed. First, this study has drawn from a relatively small sample by 
focusing only on business graduates from one public university in Malaysia. The findings as such cannot be 
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generalized to graduates who come from various disciplines and other universities. Neither can generalizations be 
made about the industry perspective in Malaysia since responses were obtained only from organizations in the private 
sector. It is highly plausible that employers’ expectations and requirements of fresh graduates might differ between 
the private sector and the public sector or even across industries.  
Also, since this was a cross-sectional study, it only gives a snapshot of choices and opinions at one point in time. 
A longitudinal study that follows the same students from the beginning of their tertiary studies to their ultimate career 
choice would provide more robust information on their employability skills. Another consideration to be addressed in 
future research is to obtain larger samples (from both public and private universities) that would help to establish a 
greater degree of accuracy and generalizability of the findings. Moreover, future studies could investigate a particular 
industry (i.e., manufacturing or service) to determine whether employers’ views on graduate employability differ 
across employer types, sizes, and/or sectors. The current study’s design did not allow the researchers to examine these 
factors more closely and meaningfully. Case studies using interviews and focus groups can provide another alternative 
to richer data on graduate employability.  
Albeit its limitations, this study has offered useful preliminary data on employability from the perspectives of 
Malaysian graduates and the industry. Such data is clearly much needed and useful in the formulation and 
implementation of effective employability programs at the university level. The key challenge is to bridge the gap 
between the industry perspective and the university perspective so that curricular review can be facilitated to produce 
graduates who are competitive and employable.  
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